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After months of planning, the governing Partido Revolucionario Democratico (PRD) announced
its position on presidential re-election and a timetable for securing a second term for Panamanian
President Ernesto Perez Balladares. Earlier in the year, the party denied opposition claims that it was
preparing to mount a national effort to eliminate the constitutional prohibition against re-election
(see NotiCen, 03/06/97). Now, the PRD is in a hurry to complete the necessary process before it is too
late to register their candidate for the election.

Re-election campaign underway, but president trailing in polls
In essence, the presidential campaign has started even though the election is not until May 1999.
Before the PRD can nominate Perez Balladares for another term, it has to push a bill containing the
constitutional amendment through a lengthy legislative process that requires two successive debates
and votes in the Legislative Assembly. Then, the proposal must go to the voters as a referendum and
be approved in time to meet candidate-registration deadlines set by the Electoral Tribunal.
Meanwhile, opinion polls have not revealed much public support for the principle of re-election
or for the re- election of Perez Balladares in particular. A March poll commissioned by the daily
La Prensa showed that Panamanians believe the government is corrupt, and that 72% oppose the
president's re-election. Furthermore, the president currently has a performance-approval rating of
only 33%. Carlos Duque, coordinator of the PRD committee studying the re-election issue, admitted
in August that a poll commissioned by the party put Perez Balladares behind other possible
presidential contenders, but he gave no figures.
However, according to a preference poll carried out in mid-September by CID-Gallup, Panama
City Mayor Mayin Correa led with 19%, followed by Mireya Moscoso (Partido Arnulfista) with 17%,
Perez Balladares at 17%, and Ruben Blades (Movimiento Papa Egora) with 5%. The president's
standing in September was only slightly better than in earlier polls, but at least one canvass
indicated that the re-election amendment has gained some support, though a majority still opposes
it.
Despite the polls and other signs that re-election has little public appeal, there are electoral
strategies that PRD leaders may be counting on to win. No matter how unpopular the idea of US
military presence is in theory, a large majority of Panamanians want the US to keep a military
contingent in the country because of the economic benefit it bestows.
Similarly, despite nationalistic outcries against the establishment of a multinational anti-drug
center (CMA), still being negotiated with the US (see NotiCen, 10/17/96 and 07/31/97), such a center
would be an economic shot in the arm that could help overcome some of the unpopularity of the
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president who brings it about. Rapid economic development of US military properties as they revert
to Panama, and international investment in canal modernization, can also change the president's
standing by 1999.
Duque believes that by the time a referendum on re- election is held, the president's economic
program will have produced a surge in the economy and shifted opinion behind Perez Balladares.
Thus, the timing of events is critical to his re-election. Opposition leaders are well aware that the
momentous changes now occurring in US-Panama relations under the 1977 Torrijos-Carter Treaties
can greatly aid Perez Balladares's electoral chances in the final months of US ownership of the canal
in 1999.

President's future depends on two critical referendums
Two upcoming referendums are critical factors in the election. One will determine whether Panama
will accept agreements that emerge from the negotiations with the US over the CMA. The other
will decide on the amendment allowing re- election. If the two votes were to be combined, the
opposition fears that Perez Balladares could eke out an election victory based on popular satisfaction
with a successful CMA deal.
The PRD denies it is maneuvering to combine the two votes, but it may happen anyway because the
chief magistrate of the Electoral Tribunal, Eduardo Valdes, said the cost of two separate votes would
be US$12 million, which it does not have. Until now, the PRD has tried to separate the principle of
re-election from the issue of a second term for Perez Balladares, presenting re-election as allowing
voters the right to make their own choices. Duque pointed out in a recent debate before newspaper
columnists that the US and other countries allow re-election. He insinuated that opponents are
unpatriotically suggesting that Panama is not mature enough to have the same.
After internal party consultations, Duque's committee issued its final report to the PRD's National
Executive Board (CEN) in early October. The report recommended that the party ask Perez
Balladares to run for a second term and said that re-election is "possible and convenient for the
Panamanian nation." The next step is to present the report to the leadership (Consejo Directivo
Nacional, CDN), which is expected to swiftly approve the re-election recommendation. With the
go-ahead from the party hierarchy, PRD lawmakers will then introduce the amendment bill in
the Legislative Assembly during the current session, which ends in December. After the second
vote during the March-July 1998 session, the Assembly will have 180 days to request the Electoral
Tribunal to put the proposal to the voters in a national referendum.
According to the PRD timetable, the referendum will be held in September 1998, and if the measure
is approved, Perez Balladares can become a candidate in October. While PRD legislators have
the votes to pass the bill in the Assembly, opposition leaders predict it will be rejected by the
public. That means the referendum will determine who wins the presidential election, said Partido
Arnulfista legislator Bolivar Pariente. Meanwhile, five opposition parties brought a suit before
the Electoral Tribunal in early October alleging that the administration misused public funds to
promote the president's re-election. The suit claims an advertising campaign run for the PRD by the
advertising firm Fergo, Saatchi and Saatchi is designed to promote Perez Balladares's image. Raul
Lopez, an electoral official said he did not have authority to investigate and referred the complaint to
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the Assembly, where it is not expected to prosper. Perez Balladares said he will not decide whether
to seek a second term until after the results of the re-election referendum are in. [Sources: La Nacion
(Costa Rica), 03/24/97; El Panama America, 03/22/97, 05/02/97, 05/12/97, 07/20/97, 08/16/97, 08/24/97,
08/25/97, 10/03/97, 10/12/97, 10/16/97]

-- End --
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